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Amphiuma tridactylum Cuvier, 1827 (Amphibia, Caudata): proposed 
conservation of the specific name 
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Abstract. The purpose of this application is to conserve the specific name of Amphiuma 
tridactylum Cuvier, 1827 which is currently in use for the three-toed amphiuma of the 
eastern United States. The name is threatened by the unused senior synonym Syren 
quadrupeda Custis, 1807. 



1. Custis (1807, p. 60) proposed the name Syren quadrupeda for a species of 
amphiuma. He had first used the name in a letter (now in the archives of the American 
Philosophical Society) to Barton in 1806. An account of the expedition during which 
the species was found, details of publication of the natural history reports, and a 
reproduction of Custis’s description of the species were given by Flores (1984). Cuvier 
(1827, p. 7, pi. 1, figs. 4-6, pi. 2, figs. 6-18) later described the same species under 
the name Amphiuma tridactylum. Gray (1850, p. 55) synomymized quadrupeda with 
tridactylum Cuvier, 1827 (pp. 7-8) and adopted the later name. The species has been 
known consistently as tridactylum. 

2. The name quadrupeda has been credited erroneously to Barton (1808) in the 
literature. Gray (1850, p. 55) placed ‘? Four-footed siren. Siren quadrupeda Barton on 
[sic] Siren lacertina’ in the synonymy of Muraenopsis tridactyla , and Salthe (1973, 
p. 149.1) listed ‘ Siren quadrupeda Barton, 1808; Gray, 1850: 55. Not seen’ in his account 
of Amphiuma tridactylum. Flores (1984, p. 227) stated that Barton ‘in his article, “Some 
accounts of the Siren lacertina and other species of the same genus,” Philadelphia 
Medical and Physical Supplement (1808), p. 69,... proceeded to describe a new, 
four-legged Siren using a slight variation of the name Custis had proposed: Siren 
quadrupedes\ Barton's paper was published privately in 1808 and did not appear in 
the journal supplement. I have shown (Dundee, 1989, pp. 80-84) that neither Barton 
(1808) nor an 1821 republication of the paper included the new name quadrupeda. A 
brief note on Siren lacertina appeared in the first journal supplement (1806a, p. 69) but 
I have been unable to trace the name quadrupeda in any of the three supplements 
(published in 1806, 1807 and 1809). Barton (1806b) published part of Custis’s 1806 
letter but omitted the account of Syren quadrupeda , and in 1807 (p. 23) he mentioned 
that Custis had observed a new species of Proteus but did not ascribe a new name to it. 

3. The name quadrupeda has not been used as valid since the original description by 
Custis ( 1 807) and it would be very undesirable if it were now brought into use. The only 
citations of the name have been by Gray (1850), Salthe (1973) and Flores (1984), as 
mentioned above. The name tridactylum Cuvier, 1 827 has had considerable usage; it 
has appeared in the major works of Holbrook (1842, p. 93, pi. 31), Baker (1947), Hill 
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( 1 954), Duellman & Trueb ( 1 985), Frost ( 1 985), and Conant & Collins (1991), and a list 
of a further 14 references demonstrating usage of the name is held by the Commission 
Secretariat. Replacement of tridactylum as the name for the species would be 
detrimental to nomenclatural stability. 

4. The International Commission on Zoological Nomenclature is accordingly 
asked: 

( 1 ) to use its plenary powers to suppress the specific name quadrupeda Custis, 1 807, 
as published in the binomen Syren quadrupeda , for the purposes of the Principle 
of Priority but not for those of the Principle of Homonymy; 

(2) to place on the Official List of Specific Names in Zoology the name tridactylum 
Cuvier, 1827, as published in the binomen Amphiuma tridactylum ; 

(3) to place on the Official Index of Rejected and Invalid Specific Names in Zoology 
the name quadrupeda Custis, 1807, as published in the binomen Syren 
quadrupeda and as suppressed in ( 1 ) above. 
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